The Englishman
one crying in the wilderness, ' Prepare ye the way of the Lord *. It
needed not in those days that a man should be a Wycliffite to see the
grieS of the Church and people, and to trace them in their root in
duties unperformed."
This note of Pietas and Gravitas has never been absent from our
literature, from prose or poetry : at rimes it sinks to a whisper, at times
it is a clarion call: the old Latin words take on an English dress and
become Duty, and on the meaning of Duty to an Englishman I shall
have something to say later. At this point I would only say this : of
what Pietas and Gravitas may mean, the Englishman of today has
little knowledge : where he sees his duty, he will follow to the gates
of hell.
But I have not yet finished with literature. With the Reformation
in England was launched the English Bible. As a work of literature, it
was perhaps the greatest work that has yet appeared in the world. As
a translation it was inspired. The English language was at that time
still plastic and it moulded our speech for generations. The Bible
was taken to the hearts of the common people: in thousands of
humble homes it was the only book that was read. There was a free-
dom of interpretation in a land that was becoming free, and from its
study the Englishman found his spiritual ideals, and in many strange
forms his politics, his language, his romance, his poetry.
Politically the power of the Pope was broken in England, and with
that the unity of Christendom in Europe. That which men like
Erasmus and Thomas More so dreaded had come to pass, and after the
papal throne had been cast down, what security was there for the
throne of a King ? The study of the Scriptures, illuminated or
darkened by private interpretation, led directly to every form of re-
publican enthusiasm and played the chief part in our Civil War, our
attempt at an authoritarian state and its collapse. Taking a long view,
it played a great part in securing the political liberty which we now
enjoy.
But what was the effect of the Bible on the character of the Englishr-
man ? To us, looking back, it is not difficult to see. To those living
in tbe sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, ignorant of
what lay ahead, it was impossible to pierce through die mists. I should
describe the effect on the common Englishman, as generation after
generation that amazing language of the Bible fell on his ears, Sunday
after Sunday, was something like this. He became soaked